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Foreword
Oran B. Hesterman, Fair Food Network

M

y first exposure to the sustainable food system movement happened
in the early 1970s, when I was a student at the University of California,
Santa Cruz. As a twenty-year-old sophomore, I was attracted to the
Farm, an innovative project located on seventeen acres of rich, fertile soil and
inspired by the principles of biodynamic agriculture, with a clear view of the
ever-changing Monterey Bay. It was here that I came to understand that the food
system as it was then functioning would not sustain our global population, which
is increasing at an alarming rate. And I was living, day to day, in a different relationship with the earth and farming in a different way that could, in fact, prove
to be an alternative model. The Farm has since become the Center for Agroecology and Sustainable Food Systems, a training ground for hundreds of apprentices in organic farming techniques, and one of the many places where young
people have been finding ways to fuel the movement, which has grown by leaps
and bounds since those days more than forty years ago.
Since that time, the sustainable agriculture or “good food” movement has
grown in many directions to include not only more ecologically sound farming,
but also issues of social and racial equity, just and fair treatment of farm and
food workers, equitable access to affordable healthy food, and public health consequences of a food system that produces too much of what is not healthy for our
bodies and too little of what is.
The authors of the chapters in this book delve into these issues and others
from a variety of perspectives and offer practice and policy solutions to put the
food system back on track for our children, our communities, and our environix
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ment. Books like this one are important as blueprints for redesigning our food
system. We have made great strides as a movement in the past four decades. At
the same time, our policy experts point out in their chapters how much more we
need to accomplish.
In reality, food connects us like few other things. It reflects our cultures, our
traditions, and our rituals, and is our most profound and sensual connection to
the earth. It nurtures and sustains us, heals our bodies, or, in its lack or excess,
creates disease. Food touches everything. Climate and conservation are affected
by what we grow and how we grow it. Food—production, processing, distribution, service—makes up between 4 and 8 percent of our national economy and
accounts for close to 15 percent of all jobs.1 It is the second largest economic sector
in my home state of Michigan. To this day, it can spark revolutions, as we saw
with food price instability and the Arab Spring uprisings in 2010–2011.
Yet when most of us think of food, we think about what is for dinner. We
might be thinking about what is in our refrigerators. Those of us who are particularly interested might think about which grocery store to shop at, whether
they carry locally grown or organic products, or whether the farmers’ market
would be a better choice this week.
The biggest challenge in terms of shifting the food system is that we are not
thinking of food in terms of a system, but rather about how food affects us as
individuals. But the who, what, when, where, and how of what we eat is broader
than the individual. It is a system. And there are no systems of one.
Think about our system of streets, roads, and highways. If we were to look
at this system the way we tend to look at food, we would expect each person to
fix the potholes in front of his or her house. We understand that streets, roads,
and highways are part of a whole transportation system: collectively, we take
responsibility for it. We know that it cannot function successfully if we consider
it only as it relates to each individual. Similarly, we cannot significantly shift our
food system when everyone thinks about it individually.
We—and by we, I mean people, communities, governments, businesses,
and nonprofits—all must understand and claim the potential for food to transform our lives, our towns, and our planet. This is not about realizing potential—
this is a necessity. Food is a component of the biggest problems that face our
country and planet: global warming, health care and national budget, population growth, and income inequality.
For example, the largest aquatic dead zone in the United States is in the Gulf
of Mexico: 8,500 square miles of water with so little oxygen that the creatures
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that should live there have either died or fled. And that dead zone is caused in
large part by agricultural runoff that flows into the Mississippi River from Minnesota to Louisiana.
I experienced this dead zone firsthand, shrimping on the Gulf with Ray
Bradhurst, a third-generation shrimper from Louisiana. Hours before the break
of dawn, we stepped onto his boat and started our journey. Yet it took us three
hours of racing across a vast area in the Gulf just to get to water that would
sustain life and from which Ray could harvest shrimp to make his living. It is
hard for most of us to imagine traveling a distance the size of the state of Massachusetts (the current size of the dead zone) just to get to work—but for Ray and
other shrimpers, this is the reality they face.
Our nation’s health bills are skyrocketing in part because of preventable,
diet-related illnesses such as diabetes and heart disease. And it starts with our
youth. Though we have received some heartening news recently about obesity
among the very young, the overall numbers remain disturbing. Seventeen
percent of kids aged two to nineteen are obese. That number jumps three points
for African American kids and five points for Latino youth. This is unconscionable. And it is not only affecting our children. Reflective of the progression of
the disease, the rate of obesity for adults was 14.5 percent in 1974 and 36.1 percent
in 2010.2 At this rate of increase, this diet-related disease, with its concomitant
complications, will dramatically undermine our health care system and bankrupt us as a nation.
Meanwhile, we have a national economic policy that continues to favor
massive commodity crops over fresh, healthy food. But there is hope on that front
as well. The number of family farms increased by 400,000 between 1996 and
2012.3 And the number of farmers’ markets in the United States has grown from
340 in the early 1970s to more than 8,000 in 2014, a remarkable indication of the
growing awareness of individuals nationwide who understand the value of consuming locally grown food.
This is all truly great news. But if people see each of these as isolated successes to isolated problems, we will not amass the collective will we need to make
the substantial changes required.
It is imperative that we shift our view of food to be comprehensive, integrated, and cohesive. That is a big transformation. You might think about it as
something akin to how we see media today versus how we saw it twenty-five years
ago. Back then, you cracked open a book. You unfolded your newspaper. You
went to the cinema. You watched your favorite TV show at the same time every
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week along with the rest of the country. Now your phone or tablet is your library,
TV set, movie house, and newsstand. We consume media when we want, how
we want, and often in real time.
That is a tremendous change and the kind of shift in understanding we need
to happen around food. All of us need to think of it not just as an ingredient on
our plates. It is there, yes, but before that it was in the ground; then it was in
someone’s hands. Is that person paid adequately? Is that food available for your
less wealthy neighbors as well? In all neighborhoods? Are our national policies
and local regulations supportive of growing and processing it nearby?
Systems that truly work well as systems are undergirded by principles. Our
highway system is based on the principles that roads should facilitate safe,
speedy travel.
Our food system must also be defined by core principles. It should be
healthy; it should be green—grown by environmentally sustainable methods;
it should be affordable, so all have access to the food needed to lead a healthy life;
and it should be fair, meaning those who produce it work under good labor practices and receive fair wages.
Healthy, green, fair, and affordable—these are the principles of a good food
system.
So, the question is: how do we take the pockets of success the Good Food
Movement has seen in the past three decades and scale them more broadly? How
do we work to ensure that they are not isolated victories but are big wins that influence the system as a whole? How do we foster an understanding among our neighbors that food is not an ingredient or a meal but a system that affects our communities, country, and planet? And how do we build the political will so that food
system policy change can happen at a faster and more transformational pace?
I think we can make significant progress in these directions by building
three bridges. We need to build bridges between traditionally siloed food issues;
we need to build bridges that take successful projects from model to mainstream;
and we need to build bridges between the partners with whom we work.
The first bridge we need to build is between issues. Think of it as moving
from silos to systems. We need more solutions that encompass multiple wins,
which is what you hope happens when you look for systems solutions rather than
trying to solve problems one at a time.
There are times when groups working on food issues seem to be camped at
one of two poles. On one side are the epicureans or foodies, who implore society
to get used to paying the “real cost” of good food; that is, if we want fresh produce

Buy this book.

Copyright © 2016 by The University of Akron Press. All Rights Reserved.

or an b. hester man

xiii

and healthy meat—rather than processed corn and soy products—we need to
pay more for the labor that goes into growing and harvesting them. Make no
mistake: the thinking here is commendable.
At the other pole are antihunger activists, for whom the top priority is preserving calories for those who are most vulnerable. And of course, making sure
families have enough to eat should be a concern for all of us. It is shameful that
people go hungry in our country.
But both the epicureans and antihunger activists are held back by limits on
their visions. If we focus, as the epicureans would have us do, solely on “real
costs,” then healthy food is in danger of becoming a luxury for the elite. And yet
if we focus solely on the protection of calories, the opposite happens. We end up
with national policy focused on keeping food very inexpensive, which ignores
much-needed agricultural improvements and support for family farmers and
for farm and food workers. There should not be a question of whether we support
hungry families or local farmers—we can do both. We need solutions that
deliver multiple wins.
In Philadelphia, a dynamic organization called Common Market is creating
such a multiple-win solution. They are connecting wholesale food customers with
farmers in the regions surrounding Philadelphia and marketing good food
(healthy, green, fair, and affordable) to schools, hospitals, grocers, faith-based
institutions, and workplaces. Common Market works with seventy-five regional
farmers and aggregates their production. Farmers are offered a fair price for what
they produce, and they offer Common Market’s customers a year-round source of
local food. Common Market also has a mission of serving vulnerable communities. Many of the students, patients, clients, and workers in the institutions that
Common Market serves come from underserved communities. Common Market
employs people from those communities and has also found ways to bring healthy
food into public schools and groceries in low-income neighborhoods at prices that
are affordable. Common Market is an example of an organization focusing on
systems rather than silos, and we all have a lot to learn from this model.
The second bridge we need to build is from model to mainstream. We have
many, many success stories that did not exist twenty years ago. Too often,
however, these projects are isolated. They may be having a tremendous impact
in a small area or for a few families, but they could be having much greater
impact if they could be taken to scale (over a greater geographical area, involving
a greater number of people, etc.). One reason for the lack of scale on the part of
many community-based projects is that the people running those projects
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(whether a community garden, a mobile meat processor, or a healthy corner store
initiative) are likely focused squarely on making a difference in their community.
They might like others to adopt their model, but expanding to other states, for
instance, is not a priority.
That is where public policy comes in. Policy can help us think about small
successes in terms of systems and broader replication; it can be the vehicle that
carries us from model to mainstream.
One model that has entered more mainstream practice is farm to school. We
all should be proud of the progress that this aspect of the movement has made
in a relatively short time. The first farm to school programs sprouted in California and Florida in 1996. Now there are farm to school programs in all 50 states,
tapping into the deep interest of parents, schools, children, and local communities in providing fresh, local fruits and vegetables for our children.4 Farm to
school projects, which support school gardens, nutrition education, and local
produce in cafeterias, have received federal policy support for several years,
giving us an example of model to mainstream. Today, farm to school projects
reach 21 million students in nearly 40,000 schools. That is almost 40 percent of
the student population. This rapid adoption of farm to school programs resulted
from smart tactical moves on the part of leaders around the country, and also
reflects a cultural shift that we see at the highest levels of our federal government,
with the First Lady’s vocal priorities.
I have had an opportunity to see firsthand the power of public policy to help
make the shift from model to mainstream at Fair Food Network. Our program,
known as Double Up Food Bucks, is an example of a “healthy food incentive
program.” Throughout Michigan, people who use their Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program benefits (SNAP, formerly called food stamps) at participating sites receive a one-to-one match to purchase healthy, locally grown fruit and
vegetables, up to $20 at farmers’ markets every market day. The wins are threefold: families bring home more healthy food; farmers gain new customers and
make more money; and more food dollars stay in the local economy. Each has a
ripple effect of benefits across the community. The project started at five farmers’
markets in Detroit in 2009; six years later, it is at more than 150 sites across the
state including grocery stores in one of the first pilots in the nation.
There are farmers in Michigan, such as Vicki Zilke, who say that half their
sales are now from SNAP customers. Other farmers are telling us that Double
Up Food Bucks has brought their vegetables to a new community of customers,
saying: “I’m glad to have more business, but even aside from the sales factor, I’m
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happy knowing the people have the good food.” And the SNAP participants
agree. Our evaluations document that more than 85 percent of SNAP customers
are buying and eating more fruits and vegetables when Double Up Food Bucks
incentives are available.
Michigan is not the only state in which healthy food incentives are being
implemented. Models similar to Double Up are now in hundreds of farmers’
markets in communities throughout the country. Several organizations (Fair
Food Network, Market Umbrella, Roots of Change, Wholesome Wave) banded
together to conduct a cluster evaluation of these programs, with the intent to use
the evaluation to inform nutrition policy in the Farm Bill. We knew that bringing the Double Up idea from model to mainstream required a shift in public
policy. In the view of many of us in the Good Food Movement, the 2014 Farm Bill
contained its share of disappointments, but there were bright spots. Having seen
the positive impact of Double Up Food Bucks in her home state of Michigan,
Senator Debbie Stabenow became a steadfast champion of including a provision
in the Farm Bill to start scaling this idea. The Farm Bill signed into law in February 2014 included $100 million to expand programs like Double Up Food Bucks
across the nation. This is a big win. With the number of Americans using food
stamps in this country increasing from 2.8 million in 1969 to more than 45
million in 2014 (bringing it close to 15 percent of the U.S. population), more
federal money will be available to support healthier eating habits for low-income
consumers while supporting local economies.
While building bridges from silos to systems and model to mainstream will
support a more sustainable food system, the big question remaining is “How?”
What will it take to build these bridges and use them to transform our food
system into one that is healthy, green, fair, and affordable?
I believe that it takes a third bridge to accomplish the first two; that is, the
bridge from them to us. We must expand who the Good Food Movement works
with. I know that it is often more comfortable to work with groups and leaders
whose goals are in alignment with our own; however, if we are not more inclusive,
we are not going to see the change we need in the time frame we need to make a
significant impact on problems such as global warming, our health crisis, and
income inequality. The more of us in the Good Food Movement who spend our
energy identifying the enemy and entering into battles with them, the more we
are diverted into unwinnable fights. We need to focus on finding and implement-
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ing workable ideas versus spending our time staking out ideological ground. I
believe we are being called on to be food system “solutionaries.”
We must engage partners at every level in designing a food system that works
for “them” as well as “us.” Who do I mean by them? It could be large-scale producers or big agricultural companies. It could be conventional distributors or
restaurants. It could be politicians who sit across the aisle from our natural
comfort zone. Simply put, “they” are people and organizations involved in food
who may not yet be involved in the Good Food Movement.
Let’s look at the Coalition of Immokalee Workers (CIW), which represents
workers on tomato farms. Their Campaign for Fair Food has won huge victories
for the treatment and pay of farmworkers in the Immokalee region of southwest
Florida.
Initially, they were focused on fighting with the growers for better working
conditions and fairer wages. They did not get very far—the growers were being
squeezed between greater worker demands and demands for low prices from
their customers. Then CIW took their solution to the biggest buyers of their
product: Taco Bell, Burger King, Aramark, Whole Foods, Sodexo, Subway, and
other restaurants and food suppliers. By securing agreements that these buyers
pay an additional penny and a half per pound of tomatoes and that this additional money would go directly to the farmworkers, the workers increased their
pay by more than 50 percent. Just as important, the Immokalee Workers have,
as they like to say, transformed Florida’s fields “into a workplace rooted in mutual
respect and basic dignity for farmworkers.”5
The Good Food Movement must expand its reach to have the impact we want
and need. If potential partners are not yet aligned with our work, we cannot shun
them. We need instead to bring them along and meet them on whatever common
ground exists that can help us build a closer relationship. In my view, that is how
you make changes to whole systems.
Not everyone is going to be an active participant in the Good Food Movement—but you do not need everybody! The civil rights movement did not need
everyone in the country on its side to demolish Jim Crow. The LGBT community
has made massive strides for marriage equality in the past decade, including the
recent Supreme Court decision, without the entire country at its side.
What we need are enough people who understand that food is a system that
affects not just our meals, but our communities, our country, and our planet.
We can help create that critical mass by building bridges: from Silos to Systems,
from Model to Mainstream, from Them to Us.
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In the early 1970s there were only a few of us experimenting with organic
farming and local food systems. It has now become a powerful cultural trend. I
believe that many more people are ready to shift their awareness to see food as
a system and to see themselves as change agents.
The authors of the chapters that follow, many of whom are seasoned and
well-established leaders in the field, offer solid, tangible ideas about systems
solutions and policy changes that can help move the Good Food Movement
forward faster. These are ideas that we all need to pay attention to, follow with
enthusiasm, and lend support to in every way we can. We can all see ourselves
as bridge builders, and some of the plans for those bridges are written here.
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Preface
Sarah J. Morath, University of Houston Law Center

I

nterest in the food we eat and how it is produced, distributed, and consumed
has grown tremendously in the last decade. In droves, people are exchanging
highly processed, genetically engineered, chemically laden food for locally
grown organic products. The growth of farmers’ markets from 1,755 in 1994 to
more than 8,200 in 2014, in both urban and rural areas, is just one indication
that consumers are interested in knowing who grew their food and how that food
was grown.1 Increasingly, policy makers, academics, and community leaders are
seeing the food we eat as part of a larger system—a food system involving environmental, economic, health, community, and worker concerns.
In all fairness, this book does not address every aspect of our complex food
system. A single book could not. Instead, it is a starting point for a larger discussion on what is needed to create a sustainable food system. The book brings
together experts in the fields of law, economics, nutrition, and social sciences, as
well as farmers and advocates. These experts share their perspectives on and suggestions for creating healthy, sustainable, and equitable food systems in the future.
I’d like to thank all the contributors for sharing their experiences and expertise and for continuing to look for solutions. I’d also like to thank the editors at
the University of Akron Press for their assistance and guidance. Finally, I would
not have been able to complete this project without the help of my reliable and
hardworking research assistant, Monica Dobson.
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Introduction
Sarah J. Morath, University of Houston Law Center

L

ike any system, our food system consists of a complex web of players and
processes. Our food system is influenced by farmers, consumers, businesses, and policy makers who produce, harvest, distribute, prepare, and
dispose. Creating a sustainable food system will require an integrated approach
from a variety of disciplines, including nutrition, agroecology, law, economics,
and consumer sciences. Given the intrinsic complexity of our food system, most
books on the topic cannot address every aspect of our food system. This book is
no exception. Rather than providing a singular explanation on creating a sustainable food system, this book provides the perspectives of numerous academics and advocates whose work focuses on different parts of our food chain. These
perspectives appear in three parts. The first part describes a few of the elements
that comprise our food system. The second part expresses the view of some of
the players within the system. The third and final part proposes potential solutions to making our food system more sustainable.
Part I, The Elements of Our Complex Food System, begins with a critique of
the piece of legislation that has the greatest influence on our food system: the
farm bill. Marion Nestle notes that the current structure of the farm bill favors
big agriculture over small organic farmers and encourages growing commodity
crops, like corn and soy, over fruits and vegetables, a practice that Nestle argues
encourages weight gain. Nestle’s utopian farm bill would better support farmers,
the environment, and human health.
In the following chapter, John Ikerk questions whether there will be enough
land for farming in the twenty-first century and highlights the importance of
1
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creating a food-secure future. Ikerk argues that current industrial farming practices will not be able to meet the meet the food and nutrition needs of the future.
As alternatives, Ikerk proposes “permanently zoning” land for food production
and a society where everyone is given the assurance of an income adequate to
meet his or her essential economic needs, including enough good food to support
healthy, active lifestyles.
Ikerk’s chapter is followed by a chapter by Jill Clark, Jeff Sharp, and Shoshona Inwood. These three have studied the intergenerational succession of
family farms to assess the long-term viability and sustainability of farm businesses engaged in sustainable food systems. Clark, Sharp, and Inwood argue that
farm succession must take into account an influx of a new generation of farmers,
or first generation farmers (FGF), drawn to the sustainable farm movement. The
three note differences between multigenerational farm families and first-generation farm families, and caution that such difference may influence the long-term
persistence of working agricultural landscapes in exurban areas.
The first part concludes with a chapter by Molly Anderson, who describes
how social sustainability, wages, and working conditions are being addressed
in the US food system through voluntary standards and state and municipal food
plans. She argues that food security will require a rights-based approach and
democratic decision-making that includes the voices of vulnerable and marginalized people.
Part II, Views From Within the System, considers the perspectives of the
farmer, consumer expert, and the food worker advocate. This section begins with
a chapter by Josh Slotnik, who describes his experience farming in the Missoula
Valley in Montana. He contrasts his experience in community agriculture, a term
that he explains more accurately captures the effect of urban agriculture, to that
of industrial agriculture, one that is segmented and placeless, the origins of our
food, unknown. Slotnik argues that farming together through community agriculture is a way to cultivate fairness, justice, and an environmental ethic.
The perspective of the consumer is provided in the next chapter by Jane
Kolondinsky. Kolondinsky describes where people access food, what food is
available at these access points, and how consumer decisions can foster or inhibit
sustainable food systems. Kolondinsky describes several purchasing points
including gardens (home and community), community-supported agriculture
(CSA), farmers’ markets, community stores (general stores and independent
grocery stores), supermarkets and superstores, and institutional purchasing. She
argues that the alternative access points such as home gardens, CSAs, farmers’

Buy this book.

Copyright © 2016 by The University of Akron Press. All Rights Reserved.

s a r a h j. m o r at h

3

markets, and institutional purchasing offer the greatest opportunities for creating a sustainable food system.
Saru Jayaraman concludes this part with a chapter on an element of the food
system often overlooked: the retail and restaurant worker. Individuals who work
in these industries are often paid less than minimum wage and do not have access
to health benefits or sick days. Many cannot afford to eat themselves. Jayaraman
analyzes these challenges using a decade of research she has conducted. She
argues that our food system will never be truly “sustainable” as long as it is sold
and served under unsustainable working conditions.
The final part of the book, From Federal Policies to Local Programs: Solutions for a Sustainable Food System, offers suggestions for making our food
system more sustainable. Susan Schneider calls for a “recasting” of agricultural
law and policy. In her chapter, Schneider explains that an agricultural law (primarily the farm bill) that focuses on the economic vitality of agriculture as an
industry has resulted in protectionist and exceptionalism laws and regulations.
This approach has sidestepped broader discussions, including topics like the
obesity crisis, soil conservation, and the inhumane treatment of animals. Schneider argues that agricultural law should be recast as the law of food, farming, and
sustainability, with the sustainable production and delivery of healthy food to
consumers as its central goal.
The next chapter offers an alternative to changing the farm bill as a way of
achieving a sustainable food system. Jason J. Czarnezki focuses on the use of
informal tools of regulation—such as eco-labels and informational regulation—
to target individual behavior, as well as proposes structural changes to our food
system. Some examples include creating better food system planning through
state food policy councils and municipal planners, building on existing interests
in intrastate and regional efforts supporting local food and local economies, and
improving the management of existing alternative agricultural distribution and
production systems.
Mary Jane Angelo offers solutions to a specific problem in industrial agriculture: pesticides. Mimicking the twelve-step program from Alcoholics Anonymous, Angelo offers twelve steps to breaking our pesticide addiction. For
example, acknowledging an overreliance on the use of synthetically chemical
pesticides is the first step (admitting you have a problem). Another example,
looking to a higher power (step three), would include looking to how natural
ecosystems function by integrating ecological resilience into sustainable agriculture.
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Rather than focusing on a specific problem, in the final chapter, Jill Clark
and Caitlin Marquis suggest a specific tool to address the larger question of
achieving a sustainable food system: conducting a food policy audit. Using two
case studies, one from Charlottesville, Virginia, and the other from Franklin
County, Ohio, the authors explain the value and application of a food policy
audit.
The complexity of our food system makes it difficult for a single book to offer
a single solution for the creation of a sustainable food system. Instead this book
offers perspectives from different stakeholders who offer their critiques of our
food system and suggestions for moving forward. As a result, this book serves
as a starting point for in-depth discussions on creating a sustainable food system
in the twenty-first century.

Buy this book.

Copyright © 2016 by The University of Akron Press. All Rights Reserved.

I: The Elements of Our
Complicated Food System
food, land, and farmers

Buy this book.

Copyright © 2016 by The University of Akron Press. All Rights Reserved.

Buy this book.

Copyright © 2016 by The University of Akron Press. All Rights Reserved.

1

Utopian Dream
A Farm Bill Linking Agriculture to Health
Marion Nestle, New York University

I

n the fall of 2011, I taught a graduate food studies course at New York University devoted to the farm bill, a massive and massively opaque piece of
legislation then passed most recently in 2008 and up for renewal in 2012 (it
was subsequently passed in 2014). The farm bill supports farmers, of course, but
also specifies how the United States deals with such matters as conservation,
forestry, energy policy, organic food production, international food aid, and
domestic food assistance. My students came from programs in nutrition, food
studies, public health, public policy, and law, all united in the belief that a smaller
scale, more regionalized, and more sustainable food system would be healthier
for people and the planet.
In the first class meeting, I asked students to suggest what an ideal farm bill
should do. Their answers covered the territory: ensure enough food for the population at an affordable price; produce a surplus for international trade and aid;
provide farmers with a sufficient income; protect farmers against the vagaries
of weather and volatile markets; promote regional, seasonal, organic, and sustainable food production; conserve soil, land, and forest; protect water and air
quality, natural resources, and wildlife; raise farm animals humanely; and
provide farmworkers with a living wage and decent working conditions. Overall,
they advocated aligning agricultural policy with nutrition, health, and environmental policy—a tall order by any standard, but especially so given current
political and economic realities.

7
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i. what ’s wrong with the current farm bill?

Plenty. Beyond providing an abundance of inexpensive food, the current
farm bill addresses practically none of the other goals. It favors Big Agriculture
over small; pesticides, fertilizers, and genetically modified crops over those
raised organically and sustainably; and some regions of the country—notably
the South and Midwest—over others. It supports commodity crops grown for
animal feed but considers fruits and vegetables to be “specialty” crops deserving
only token support. It provides incentives leading to crop overproduction, with
enormous consequences for health.
The bill does not require farmers to engage in conservation or safety practices (farms are exempt from having to comply with environmental or employment standards). It encourages production of feed crops for ethanol. In part
because Congress insisted that gasoline must contain ethanol, roughly 40
percent of U.S. feed corn is grown for that purpose, a well-documented cause of
higher world food prices. Because the bill subsidizes production, it gets the
United States in trouble with international trading partners, and hurts farmers
in developing countries by undercutting their prices. Taken as a whole, the farm
bill is profoundly undemocratic. It is so big and so complex that nobody in Congress or anywhere else can grasp its entirety, making it especially vulnerable to
influence by lobbyists for special interests.
Although the farm bill started out in the Great Depression of the 1930s as a
collection of emergency measures to protect the income of farmers—all small
landholders by today’s standards—recipients soon grew dependent on support
programs and began to view them as entitlements. Perceived entitlements
became incentives for making farms larger; increasingly dependent on pesticide,
herbicide, and fertilizer “inputs”; and exploitative of natural and human
resources. Big farms drove out small, while technological advances increased
production. These trends were institutionalized by cozy relationships among
large agricultural producers, farm-state members of congressional agricultural
committees, and a Department of Agriculture (USDA) explicitly committed to
promoting commodity production.
These players were not, however, sitting around conference tables to create
agricultural policies to further national goals. Instead, they used the bill as a way
to obtain earmarks— programs that would benefit specific interest groups. It is
now a 357-page piece of legislation with a table of contents that alone takes up 10
pages. As the chief vehicle of agricultural policy in the United States, it reflects
no overriding goals or philosophy. It is simply a collection of hundreds of largely
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disconnected programs dispensing public benefits to one group or another, each
with its own dedicated constituency and lobbyists. The most controversial farm
bill programs benefit only a few basic food commodities—corn, soybeans,
wheat, rice, cotton, sugar, and dairy. But lesser-known provisions help much
smaller industries such as asparagus, honey, or Hass avocados, although at tiny
fractions of the size of commodity payments.
The 2014 bill organizes its programs into twelve “titles” dealing with its
various purposes. I once tried to list every program included in each title, but
soon gave up. The bill’s size, scope, and level of detail are mind-numbing. It can
only be understood one program at a time. Hence, lobbyists.
The elephant in the farm bill—its biggest program by far and accounting
for about 80 percent of the funding—is SNAP, the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (formerly known as food stamps). In 2015, as a result of the declining economy and high unemployment, SNAP benefits covered forty-six million
Americans at a cost of $74 billion. In contrast, crop insurance costs “only” $9
billion, commodity programs $4 billion, and conservation about $6 billion. The
amounts expended on the hundreds of other programs covered by the bill are
trivial in comparison, millions, not billions—mere rounding errors.
What is SNAP doing in the farm bill? Politics makes strange bedfellows, and
SNAP exemplifies logrolling politics in action. By the late 1970s, consolidation
of farms had reduced the political power of agricultural states. To continue farm
subsidies, representatives from agricultural states needed votes from legislators
representing states with large, low-income urban populations. And those legislators needed votes from agricultural states to pass food assistance bills. They
traded votes in an unholy alliance that pleased Big Agriculture as well as advocates for the poor. Neither group wants the system changed.

ii. health implications
The consequences of obesity—higher risks for heart disease, type 2 diabetes,
certain cancers, and other chronic conditions—are the most important health
problems facing Americans today. To maintain weight or to prevent excessive gain,
federal dietary guidelines advise consumption of diets rich in vegetables and fruits.
The 2014 farm bill has a horticulture title that includes organics, but aside from a
farmers’ market promotion program and some smaller marketing programs, does
little to encourage vegetable and fruit production or to subsidize their costs to
consumers. If anything, the farm bill encourages weight gain by subsidizing commodity crops that constitute the basic cheap caloric ingredients used in processed
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foods—soy oil and corn sweeteners, for example—and by allowing crop producers to use only 15 percent of their land to grow fruits and vegetables.
Neither human nature nor genetics have changed in the last thirty years,
meaning that widespread obesity must be understood as collateral damage
resulting from changes in agricultural, economic, and regulatory policy in the
1970s and early 1980s. These created today’s “eat more” food environment, one
in which it has become socially acceptable for food to be ubiquitous, eaten frequently, and in large portions.
For more than seventy years, from the early 1900s to the early 1980s, daily
calorie availability remained relatively constant at about 3,500 per person. By
the year 2000, however, available calories had increased to 4,200 per person per
day, roughly twice the average need. People were not necessarily eating 700 more
daily calories, as many were undoubtedly wasted. But the food containing those
extra calories needed to be sold, thereby creating a marketing challenge for the
food industry.
Why more calories became available after 1980 is a matter of some conjecture, but I believe the evidence points to three seemingly remote events that
occurred at about that time: agriculture policies favoring overproduction, the
onset of the shareholder value movement, and the deregulatory policies of the
Reagan era.
In 1973 and 1977, Congress passed laws reversing long-standing farm policies
aimed at protecting prices by limiting production. Subsidies increased in proportion to amounts grown, encouraging creation of larger and more productive
farms. Indeed, production increased, and so did calories in the food supply and
competition in the food industry. Companies were forced to find innovative ways
to sell food products in an overabundant food economy.
Further increasing competition was the advent of the shareholder value
movement to force corporations to produce more immediate and higher returns
on investment. The start of the movement is often attributed to a 1981 speech
given by Jack Welch, then head of General Electric, in which he insisted that corporations owed shareholders the benefits of faster growth and higher profit
margins. The movement caught on quickly, and Wall Street soon began to press
companies to report growth in profits every quarter. Food companies, already
selling products in an overabundant marketplace, now also had to grow their
profits—and constantly.
Companies got some help when Ronald Reagan was elected president in 1980
on a platform of corporate deregulation. Reagan-era deregulatory policies
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removed limits on television marketing of food products to children and on
health claims on food packages. Companies now had much more flexibility in
advertising their products.
Together, these factors led food companies to consolidate, become larger,
seek new markets, and find creative ways to expand sales in existing markets.
The collateral result was a changed society. Today, in contrast to the early 1980s,
it is socially acceptable to eat in places never before meant as restaurants, at any
time of day, and in increasingly large amounts—all factors that encourage
greater calorie intake. Food is now available in places never seen before: bookstores, libraries, and stores primarily selling drugs and cosmetics, gasoline, office
supplies, furniture, and clothing.
As a result of the increased supply of food, prices dropped. It became relatively inexpensive to eat outside the home, especially at fast-food restaurants,
and such places proliferated. Food prepared outside the home tends to be higher
in calories, fast food especially so. It’s not that people necessarily began to eat
worse diets. They were just eating more food in general and, therefore, gaining
weight. This happened with children, too. National food consumption surveys
indicate that children get more of their daily calories from fast-food outlets than
they do from schools, and that fast food is the largest contributor to the calories
they consume outside the home.
To increase sales, companies promoted snacking. The low cost of basic food
commodities allowed them to produce new snack products—twenty thousand
or so a year, nearly half candies, gum, chips, and sodas. It became normal for
children to regularly consume fast foods, snacks, and sodas. An astonishing 50
percent of the calories in the diets of children and adolescents now derive from
such foods. In adults and children, the habitual consumption of sodas and snacks
is associated with increases in calorie intake and body weight.
Food quantity is the critical issue in weight gain. Once foods became relatively inexpensive in comparison to the cost of rent or labor, companies could
offer foods and beverages in larger sizes at favorable prices as a means to attract
bargain-conscious customers. Larger portions have more calories. But they also
encourage people to eat more and to underestimate the number of calories consumed. The well-documented increase in portion sizes since 1980 is by itself
sufficient to explain rising levels of obesity.
Food prices are also a major factor in food choice. It is difficult to argue
against low prices and I won’t—except to note that the current industrialized
food system aims at producing food as cheaply as possible, externalizing the real
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costs to the environment and to human health. Prices, too, are a matter of policy.
In the United States, the indexed price of sodas and snack foods has declined
since 1980, but that of fruits and vegetables has increased by as much as 40
percent. The farm bill subsidizes animal feed and the ingredients in sodas and
snack foods; it does not subsidize fruits and vegetables. How changes in food
prices brought on by growth of crops for biofuels will affect health is as yet
unknown but unlikely to be beneficial.
The deregulation of marketing also contributes to current obesity levels.
Food companies spend billions of dollars a year to encourage people to buy their
products, but foods marketed as “healthy”—whether or not they are—particularly encourage greater consumption. Federal agencies attempting to regulate
food marketing, especially to children, have been blocked at every turn by food
industries dependent on highly profitable “junk” foods for sales. Although food
companies argue that body weight is a matter of personal choice, the power of
today’s overabundant, ubiquitous, and aggressively marketed food environment
to promote greater calorie intake is enough to overcome biological controls over
eating behavior. Even educated and relatively wealthy consumers have trouble
dealing with this “eat more” environment.

iii. fixing the farm bill
What could agriculture policies do to improve health now and in the future?
Also plenty. When I first started teaching nutrition in the mid-1970s, my classes
already included readings on the need to reform agricultural policy. Since then,
one administration after another had tried to eliminate the most egregious subsidies (like those to landowners who don’t farm) but failed when confronted with
early primaries in Iowa. Embarrassed legislators ended direct payments in 2014,
but found other methods for making sure that most benefits accrue to Big Agriculture. Defenders of the farm bill argue that the present system works well to
ensure productivity, global competitiveness, and food security. Tinkering with
the bill, they claim, will make little difference and could do harm. I disagree.
The farm bill needs more than tinkering. It needs a major overhaul. My vision
for the farm bill would restructure it to go beyond feeding people at the lowest
possible cost to achieve several utopian goals:
Support farmers: The American Enterprise Institute and other conservative
groups argue that farming is a business like any other and deserves no special
protections. My NYU class thought otherwise. Food is essential for life, and
government’s role must be to ensure adequate food for people at an affordable
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price. Farmers deserve some help dealing with financial and climate risks, and
some need it more than others. The farm bill should especially support more
sustainable, smaller-scale farming methods. And such programs should be
available to farmers of fruits and vegetables and designed to encourage beginning farmers to grow specialty crops.
Support the environment: The farm bill should require recipients of benefits to
engage in environmentally sound production and conservation practices.
Production agriculture accounts for a significant fraction—10 percent to 20
percent—of greenhouse gas emissions. Sustainable farming methods have
been shown to reduce emissions, return valuable nutrients to soil, and reduce
the need for polluting pesticides and fertilizers, with only marginal losses in
productivity.
Support human health: The United States does not currently grow enough fruits
and vegetables to meet minimal dietary recommendations. The 2014 farm bill
explicitly limits fruit and vegetable production on farms receiving support
payments. Instead, the bill should provide incentives for growing specialty
crops. Support payments should be linked to requirements for farm-based
safety procedures that prevent contamination with pathogens and pesticides.
Support farmworkers: This one is obvious. Any farm receiving support benefits
must pay its workers a living wage and adhere to all laws regarding housing
and safety—in spirit as well as in letter.
Link nutrition policy to agricultural policy: If we must have SNAP in the farm
bill, let’s take advantage of that connection. Suppose SNAP benefits had to be
spent mostly on real rather than processed foods, and were worth more when
spent at farmers’ markets. Pilot projects along these lines have been shown to
work brilliantly. Consider what something like this might do for the income
of small farmers as well as for the health of food assistance recipients. Policies
that enable low-income families to access healthy foods wherever they shop
are beyond the scope of the farm bill, but must also be part of any utopian
agenda.
Apply health and conservation standards to animal agriculture: The livestock
title of the farm bill should require animals to be raised and slaughtered
humanely. It should require strict adherence to environmental and safety
standards for conservation and protection of soil, water, and air quality.

Utopian? Absolutely. In the current political climate, the best anyone can
hope for is a crumb or two thrown in these directions. The secret process for
developing the 2014 farm bill contained a few such crumbs—more money for
farmers’ markets and for programs to help SNAP benefits go further when spent
on fruits and vegetables. The pressing need for firm linkages between agriculture
and health policies is reason enough to restructure farm bill programs to
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promote health, safety, and environmental goals and social justice. These goals
are well worth our advocacy efforts now and in the future.
The one bright ray of hope about the farm bill comes from the burgeoning
food movement. Grassroots groups working to promote local and regional foods,
farmers’ markets, urban farming, farm-to-school programs, animal welfare, and
farmworkers’ rights join a long and honorable history of social movements such
as those aimed at civil rights, women’s rights, and environmentalism. Changing
the food system is equally radical. But food has one particular advantage for
advocacy. Food is universal. Everyone eats. Food is an easy entry point into conversations about social inequities. Even the least political person can understand
injustices in the food system and be challenged to work to redress them.
Occupy Big Food was an integral part of Occupy Wall Street; it should not
be viewed as a special interest. The issues that drive both are the same: corporate
control of government and society. The food movement—in all of its forms—
seeks better health for people and the planet, goals that benefit everyone. It
deserves the support of everyone advocating for democratic rights.
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